Lymphocyte depletion in thymic nurse cells: a tool to identify in situ lympho-epithelial complexes having thymic nurse cell characteristics.
In situ pre-existing complexes of epithelial cells and thymocytes having thymic nurse cell characteristics were visualized in the murine thymus cortex using dexamethasone as a potent killer of cortisone-sensitive thymocytes. The degradation and subsequent depletion of cortisone-sensitive thymocytes enclosed within cortical epithelial cells appeared to be paralleled by thymocyte degradation and depletion in thymic nurse cells isolated from thymic tissue fragments from dexamethasone-treated animals. This suggests that thymic nurse cells are derived from pre-existing sealed complexes of cortical epithelial cells and thymocytes. Not all thymocytes situated within in situ epithelial or thymic nurse cells complexes appear to be cortisone-sensitive: a minority of 1-2 thymocytes per complex survives the dexamethasone-treatment, thus constituting a minor subset of cortical cortisone-resistant thymocytes predominantly localized within cortical epithelial cells in situ and within thymic nurse cells derived from such structures. Cortisone resistance in thymocytes thus seems to be acquired within the cortical epithelial cell microenvironment. Cortisone-resistant thymocytes in thymic nurse cells express the phenotype of mature precursors of the T helper lineage, indicating that the in situ correlates of thymic nurse cells may play an important role in T cell maturation and selection.